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Abstract: This year, humans were locked in their homes with a rising need for digital
communication such as videotelephony. Although videotelephony helps to reduce the
physical gap, it leaves little room for the transmission of body language that is usually
associated with empathy. This research is inspired by the cognitive model of empathy
which can be explained as our desire to understand others’ emotions and interact with
them accordingly. By creating a reflective experience of imagining through the body in
movement, the research looks at what interaction design’s role be in working with
empathy and asks: In which ways design placebos as body triggers could extend digital
natives’ sense of empathy during videotelephony? This paper describes this ongoing
investigation from the perspective of how experiential knowledge of tangibles can be
used to embody feeling and thinking in action and support the creation of the design
placebos through an experiment of cultural probing.
Keywords: empathy; design placebos; embodied design; movement-based interactions

1. Introduction
In the research presented, empathy, as in our desire to understand others’ emotions and interact with them accordingly, is considered as suppressed by videotelephony. In videotelephony, often there is less room for the transmission of the essential qualities of body language such as body movements and posture, gestures, eye contact, and use of space. However, those qualities are crucial to express or unfold information about how humans feel.
Hall (1969) describes the interpersonal distances of humans in four distinct zones, intimate
space, personal space, social space, and public space. Intimate space is where you can see
the close-up features of the other person’s face which can be too close to get a good view.
Personal space is where you can observe the other person’s entire face and see their facial
gestures easily. Social space is where you can perceive the other person at a typical conversational distance, having enough room to observe body language and facial gestures. Lastly,
public space is where you are free to move around wherever you’d like with no expectations
of interaction (Hall, 1969). In digital societies, with the help of technology such as videotelephony, people that are separated by distance can still be close to each other in proximity
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0
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through digital interfaces and even invade each other's intimate and personal spaces. However, while doing so, they cannot have enough room to observe the other person’s body language. In this light, this research is interested in working with the moving body as a creative
material to design for people who are close by heart but physically apart, and arises from
the author’s first-person embodied experience:
I was born in Turkey and I am currently working as a designer-researcher and an educator of
interaction design while living in Estonia since 2017. Thus, I have been physically separated
from my family by distance for several years now. Furthermore, I am a digital native, born in
1993, grew up in an electronics-filled and increasingly online and socially-networked world,
and I am a “native speaker of the digital language of computers, video games and the Internet” (Prensky, 2001, p. 1). Unsurprisingly, I have developed frequent computer-mediated
communication (CMC) behaviour to connect with my family back home. CMC involves various forms of human to human communication through networked computers (E.-J. Lee &
Oh, 2015). My preferred personal communication means is videotelephony which is a form
of real-time audio-visual communication. Videotelephony allows me to connect with my
loved ones in Turkey despite the physical gap between us. However, it also caused me to experience a lack of connection with them in recent years. I started yearning for eye contact
with my loved ones, for observing their bodily gestures, and found it difficult to make sense
of the emotional state of the video calls. This lack of connection grew with time when the
COVID19 pandemic prevented me from leaving Tallinn and visiting my family in Istanbul for
over a year. Getting together through the video calls started to feel more and more hollow, I
couldn't imagine what my loved ones could be feeling through a screen. Thus, I began to
think that I am no longer an empathic person. As a design educator, this was troubling for
me. Being an empathic person is an attribute that my faculty cherish seeing in interaction
designers since the concept of empathy-building is commonly employed as a user research
tool in design. However, when I read more into it, I became alarmed by the way empathy is
discussed in the design world. As I began to realize the notion of empathy is misunderstood
and oversimplified in the field of design, I found myself working with empathy in the context
of movement-based interactions during my doctoral study. This paper describes the ongoing
investigation of this doctoral study and presents an experiment that explores: How design
placebos as body triggers can support embodied meaning-making to extend digital natives’
sense of empathy during videotelephony?

1.1. Clarifying empathy
Empathy is materialised in different ways in different spheres, through different media, and
different types of encounters (Pedwell, 2014). Contrary to popular belief, the concept of empathy is not only being praised but also being criticised in academic venues. Humanities
scholars such as Paul Bloom, Carolyn Pedwell, Namwali Serpell, and Candace Vogler have expressed their criticism against empathy and its limits (Bloom, 2016; Pedwell, 2014; Serpell,
2019; Vogler, 2018).
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Bloom (2016) argues that in order to criticise empathy, an understanding of its different façades is necessary: cognitive empathy and emotional empathy. Cognitive empathy is about
understanding others’ emotions, whereas emotional empathy is about feeling and experiencing others' emotions. Furthermore, Bloom (2016) illustrates an analogy to explain why
empathy, of the emotional type, leads to unfair, biased, and tragic results as empathy is like
a spotlight that has a narrow focus, it shines most brightly on the ones we love and gets dim
for the ones who we find strange, different, or frightening.
Pedwell (2014, p. 7) points out that “the possibilities of entering another’s subjective and
psychic world accurately are both tenuous and ethically fraught”. Similar to Pedwell, Serpell
(2019) also claims that feeling what others are feeling and can empathize with their experience is not possible in real life, nor is it ethical. Vogler (2018) discusses the barriers to empathy by claiming that humans are strongly inclined to use themselves as guides, and without
them cannot comprehend how things are for others. She argues that this may cause a failed
attempt for empathy as it is harder to try to get a sense for someone else than it is to stick
with your own perspective (Vogler, 2018). Given the different views on empathy, the present research is based on the cognitive model of empathy which can be explained as our desire to understand others’ emotions and interact with them accordingly.

1.2 Empathy and design
The design thinking approach, a popular approach among interaction designers, assures designers that they have superior training and ethical tools to tackle problems in domains they
are unfamiliar with, a phenomenon Lilly Irani and Six Silberman (2016) define as the “design
saviour” complex. This complex also appears in the perception of empathy in the design
field. The concept of empathy-building is commonly employed as a user research tool in design, through for example experience prototyping (Buchenau & Suri, 2000), empathic modelling (Poulson et al., 1996), role-playing (Vaajakallio et al., 2010), and empathy mapping
(Gray, 2017). Empathise is the name commonly given to the initial stage of the design thinking process in which designers seek to gain insights from their users (Bennett & Rosner,
2019). The following stages can be summarized as define, ideate, prototype, and validate. In
the empathise stage, the goal is to gain an understanding of the people you are designing for
and to investigate their experiences, motivations, needs, values, and desires (Dam & Siang,
2019).
This research proposes that the realization of empathic design methods may bring with its
unintended consequences that could cause harm to how designers perceive empathy and an
oversimplification of the term. Vink and Oertzen (2018) argue that often empathic methods
are employed without the critical participation of the lived experience. In other words, designers often cannot experience certain situations first-hand and thus, lack contextual and
situated knowledge while attempting to empathize with their target group (Vink & Oertzen,
2018). Similarly, Pedwell (2014) argues that when empathy is understood as the experience
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of co-feeling, it risks obscuring the complicity in the wider relations of power in which marginalization, oppression, and suffering occur. Therefore, empathy is not and cannot be
something to be done, built, or modelled within the field of design (Bennett & Rosner,
2019).

1.3 Empathy in the digital era
Empathy in the digital era receives close attention within both practice and theory. Sherry
Turkle (2015) borrows concepts from psychologists, neuroscientists, and the field of humancomputer interaction to explore the relationship that the digital natives have with digital
communication tools. Turkle assembles data (mostly in the form of stories and anecdotes)
about an empathy crisis that is caused by the communication in the digital era. She points
out that regardless of its many advantages when technology and CMC are used with intention, they have fundamental downsides, the extreme of which relates to a decrease in digital
natives’ capacity for empathy: an empathy crisis (Turkle, 2015). According to Turkle (2015),
excessive usage of CMC has impaired digital natives’ potential to relate to each other, particularly in face-to-face conversational settings. Since such conversations are crucial to humans’ moral development, digital natives have trouble establishing empathy with others
(Turkle, 2015).
Videotelephony allows people to adapt to face-to-face communication remotely. Nonetheless, often the essential qualities of the body language are hidden in the videotelephony settings and this might appear as a contrast between physical and digital face to face communication settings. This contrast has long since been represented by the interest of designers.
For instance, in 2002, “Hugshirt” was designed as a physical medium to connect people
through the sensation of touch and the emotion of a hug (“The HugShirt,” 2014). “Kiss communicator”, a concept prototype that allows humans to blow a kiss to their beloved, was
created by Melissa Quintanilha (2008) in 2008. Although supporting digital communication
through bodily interactions of feeling, moving and imagining has been articulated in interaction design venues, the potential of the movement-based interactions can deliver is still
largely unexplored, especially in the context of body language and empathy. Therefore, this
research looks into ways of exploring the notion of empathy by creating a reflective experience while imagining through the body in movement.

2. Objectives and methodological framework
Technology is blending in the world we live in and various technologies are available enabling a range of movement possibilities from gestural to whole-body interactions. Thus,
there is a growing interest in designing for movement-based interactions with technology
(Loke & Robertson, 2013). Wilde, Schiphorst, and Klooster (2011) work with the concept of
move to design/design to move, “being in our bodies is so natural that it can slip out of our
awareness. Yet the simple act of paying attention to our movement reconnects us with the
body. In our technology-centered world, moving to design and designing to move restore
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the concept of design as bodily activity” (Wilde et al., 2011, p. 22). Moreover, Loke and Robertson (2013) present a design methodology of moving and making strange, “an approach to
movement-based interaction design that recognizes the central role of the body and movement in lived cognition” (Loke & Robertson, 2013, p. 7). Accordingly, this research is inspired
by the method of embodied imagination, “a creative integration of experiential practices
from the worlds of participatory design and performance” (Hansen & Kozel, 2007, p. 208).
Hansen and Kozel (2007, p. 208) argue that “theories and practices from performance and
phenomenology can enable researchers to stage an open ended process where participants—without focusing on outcomes—can explore their embodied imagination as it unfolds through their lived experience of daily life and release the innovation latent in these
embedded, embodied contexts”.
The goal of this research is to extend digital natives’ sense of empathy while reminding them
of the absence of what they perceive as empathy in videotelephony. This reminder occurs
with a reflective experience through the body in movement that brings focus to the qualities
of the body language in video calls. Similar to Dunne and Raby (2002), this research is interested in the ways that people reflect to explain and relate to different objects. Given this
premise, through an experiment, the notion of empathy, especially related to movementbased interactions in videotelephony is studied. Accordingly, the experiment explores how
design placebos as body triggers might bring attention to participants’ hands and evoke
emotions.

2.1 Experimental approaches to design
Driven by embodied design and inspired by the placebo project (Dunne & Raby, 2002), this
research adopts an experimental process of designing, analysing, questioning, and re-designing while using the moving body as a creative material. Embodied design draws primarily on
phenomenology and deals with ideation, speculation, engagement, analysis, and embodied
interaction (Wilde et al., 2017). This terrain of embodied design allows the research to investigate participants' felt experiences through the body in movement. In addition, Anthony
Dunne and Fiona Raby’s placebo project inspires the research in investigating people's attitudes and experiences through imagination and curiosity. Given that design placebos offer
psychological comfort, rather than altering reality in any scientifically tangible way, the objects in Dunne and Raby’s experiments were designed as an attempt to elicit stories and to
open dialogues with participants who interact with them (Dunne & Raby, 2002). Thus, in
conceptual design projects, the term placebo has been used to indicate less precise objects
that could invoke curiosity, imagination or desire (Drayson, 2018). Inspired by the placebo
project, this research uses tangibles as less defined objects to evoke embodied imagination
of digital natives and work with their subjective perspective on empathy. For that, an experimental and participatory approach was adopted. Participants were invited to an experiment
and tangibles accompanied the experiment acting not only as the vehicles of the journey of
making the design placebos but also as a new language of various verbal and visual forms of
communication (B. J. Lee, 2019).
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During the experiment (Table 1), various research methods that would enable the unpacking
of felt experiences were conducted to gather data. Participants were invited to reflect on the
way they currently and potentially feel with videotelephony and through the body in movement. Working from this premise, digital natives were invited to a cultural probe kit study.
Design-oriented research toolkits that are based on self-documentation, and self-report in
everyday life settings (Gaver et al., 1999) were handed out to the digital natives who experience being physically separated from their loved ones. This method guided the first experiment to gather data from participants in their everyday life settings without creating an artificial environment (Mattelmäki, 2005). Moreover, embodied sketching, “a way of practicing
design that involves understanding and designing for bodily experiences early in the design
process” (Márquez Segura et al., 2016, p. 6015) informed the experiment with a focus on
hand movements during videotelephony.
Table 1 Table of details explaining the objectives, tangibles, data collection, documentation and the
data of the experiment
Experiment

Moving and making strange during videotelephony

Objectives

Making strange to bring attention to bodily experiences: Gathering
inspiration and information on how design placebos as hand barriers
might bring attention to participants’ hand movements and evoke
emotions during videotelephony

Tangibles

•
•

Gloves that limit the hand movement when worn
Air-drying clay

Data collection

Cultural probe kit study (self-documentation, self-reporting, and embodied sketching of the participants)

Documentation

Photographing, sketching, clay modelling, diary writing

Data

Photographs, clay pieces, sketches, quotes, keywords

3. Moving and making strange during videotelephony
After researching understandings of empathy, the experimenting process began. Guided by
embodied design and the placebo project, participants were invited to take part in reflective
experiences while imagining through the body in movement. Inspired by the Magic Machine
Workshops (Andersen & Wakkary, 2019, p.1) which makes use of “open-ended making to
engage participants in the imagination of new things” also by the OWL project (Wilde & Andersen, 2009, p.1) that uses custom body props that “discover what might happen if we let
people use their embodied experience and imagination to assist us in the creation of unknown technologies”, the kits were designed to gather inspirational information from digital
natives about their subjective experiences with videotelephony.
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3.3 Experiment process

Figure 1 Making of the cultural probe kits. Photographs: Nesli Hazal Oktay.

As discussed, this research emerged from different views on empathy in the scholar world
and the author’s embodied experiences as a digital native. Therefore, to better understand
different digital natives’ behaviours concerning empathy in their daily lives, cultural probes
were designed. The approach of moving and making strange was adopted to investigate how
design placebos as body triggers might bring attention to participants’ movements and
evoke emotions during videotelephony. Pairs of gloves were designed as objects with a familiar form but with a surprising experience (Figure 2). Through almost invisible stitches in
the middle of the gloves, the gloves had a regular look from the outside, but they limited the
hand movement when worn. Thus, the moving and making strange occurred with a focus on
hand movements and gloves that limit the hand movements were part of the kits. Accordingly, cultural probing was conducted to invite digital natives (Table 2) to reflect on the different scenarios regarding the way they currently and potentially feel with videotelephony.
Table 2 Overview of participants of the cultural probe kit study
Participants

Details

P1

International MA student living in Estonia, born in 1990, Greece

P2

International MA student living in Estonia, born in 1990, Iran

P3

International MA student living in Estonia, born in 1990, Turkey

P4

International MA student living in Estonia, born in 1995, Russia

P5

International MA student living in Estonia, born in 1995, Turkey
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Figure 2 Making of the gloves. Photographs: Nesli Hazal Oktay.

The kits (Figure 1) included various objects: a pair of gloves, air-drying clay, an analogue
camera, instructions in the form of postcards, pencils and a pen as expressive tools. The instructions for the tasks were written on postcards to evoke a sensation of contrast between
digital and physical communication means, similarly, the camera was also analogue. The airdrying clay was expected to act as body extensions, inviting participants to move their hands
together with the clay. On the other hand, the gloves were expected to act as body triggers,
invoking imagination and bodily awareness through making strange.
The participants were given a task to communicate with one of their selected loved ones
through video calls while completing secondary tasks such as wearing gloves and keeping a
piece of clay at hand during the call. The kits were handed out to participants’ addresses and
collected back from the same location after a week. All five participants were international
students living in Estonia for their studies, they were born between 1990-1995 outside of Estonia (Table 2). The study consisted of seven stages that were self-reported and self-documented with the help of the camera and spaces dedicated to self-reporting on the postcards:
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•

Day 1: Considering participants’ social circle;

•

Day 2: Gathering information on what type of CMC devices the participants use;

•

Day 3: Inviting the participants to reflect on the distance between them and
their loved one;

•

Day 4: Gathering keywords on the emotional state where participants are invited to keep a piece of clay during a video call;

•

Day 5: Gathering keywords on the emotional state where participants are invited to wear gloves during a video call;

•

Day 6: Gathering information on the physical connection during the video call;

Design placebos for the impossibility of empathy in videotelephony

•

Day 7: Inviting the participants to reflect on the process and think about their
videotelephony behaviour through an embodied sketching activity.

3.3 Experiment findings

Figure 3 Outcomes of the cultural probe kit study. Photographs: Nesli Hazal Oktay.

Cultural probes set a dialogue between the author and participants. The outcomes helped
the study to gather inspirational information regarding emotions, touch, hand movements
and physical connection in videotelephony. While completing the two tasks that included
the use of clay and gloves, participants were asked to bring up different emotions that they
felt during the completion of the tasks. The following quotes from the self-reporting of one
of the cultural probe kit participants imply the contrast between the two tasks. Emotions
that were self-reported during Day 4, where participants were tasked to keep a piece of clay
in hand during the video call were positive: “fulfilled, meaningful, relieved, anchored (positively), curious, confident, uplifted, worried, purposeful”. On the other hand, emotions that
were self-reported during Day 5, where participants were tasked to wear the pair of gloves
during the video call were negative: “impatient, uncomfortable, ashamed, obedient, funny,
incomplete, unsneezable”. Furthermore, the following quotes from the self-reporting during
days 4 and 5 suggest the same contrast between the two tasks:
“I liked playing with the clay, although it’s a bit messy. I mostly just squeezed it, it
(was) kind of like squeezing a hand. They ended up looking like handles...I didn’t enjoy
the gloves so much, I couldn’t move my fingers and hands like I usually do when I talk
with someone. I felt quite constrained. I did enjoy the warmth though!” (P1, Cultural
probe kit study participant).

Essentially, the study proposed that the participants felt various emotions during video calls
and that limiting hand movements evoked negative emotions whereas affording hand movements through keeping a piece of clay at hand evoked positive emotions. The air-drying clay
mimicked the sense of “holding hands” and “warmth”, whereas the gloves mimicked the
“lack of freedom”. The experiment revealed surprising clues regarding the emotional and
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physical quality of the tangibles and brought to notion of constraints and complexity to
mind. Cultural probe kit responses suggested that constraints (gloves) enabled bodily awareness whereas flexibility (clay) gave the participants something to play with. The gloves which
limited the hand movements created a space for the participants to be in their reflective
state of minds while thinking about the lack of gestures.
Table 3 Cultural probe kit study: Participant responses

On the other hand, the air-drying clay had a more flexible form. This tangible created a space
for the participants for a playful experience. Flexibility invited the participants to explore and
enjoy the possibilities of interacting with this material. In this study, the design placebos
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were the pair of gloves that restrained hand movements. Even though the gloves invited the
participants to a reflective state of mind, the study suggested that the gloves as design placebos were not affording enough room for participants to make choices. There was no room
for interpretation on how to wear/move/play with the gloves. The ambiguity “which can be
an important factor in crafting designs that are engaging and thought-provoking” (Gaver et
al., 2003) was missing to enable a more flexible space of embodied imagination.

4. Discussion and moving forward
Driven by embodied design and inspired by the placebo project, this research exemplified
the process of using the moving body as a creative material. To work with the body in movement and movement in felt experience, cultural probe kits were created and they acted as
guides for participants for embodied meaning-making.
The cultural probe kit suggested that the tangibility of the objects is engaging for participants and that they can be used as tools for embodied imagination by providing emotional
data and as a mechanism for self-reflection on bodily awareness. Revisiting the research
question of the study, it can be discussed that the design placebos supported the extension
of digital natives’ sense of empathy through a bodily awareness. Since body language is a
form of emotional expression, it is vastly related to the notion of empathy as in our desire to
understand others’ emotions and interact with them accordingly. Thus, this discussion on
the bodily awareness is a fruitful take-off to discovering the potential of the design placebos
could deliver in the context of empathy in videotelephony.
During the experiments, instead of conducting traditional empathy-building methods
(Buchenau & Suri, 2000; Gray, 2017; Poulson et al., 1996; Vaajakallio et al., 2010), the selected research methods created a space for participants to meaning-making through tangibles of gloves. The participants engaged in reflections on interactions through a cultural
probe kit study that invited participants to self-documentation, self-reporting, and embodied
sketching. As Wilde and Andersen (2009) also suggest from the perspective of a designer,
there was something pleasurable about not telling people what an object is meant for but
rather asking and discovering the answers through their meaning-making. This enabled the
author to unfold the meanings while not only analysing participants’ cultural probe kit responses but also while rethinking the making of design placebos.
The process of experimenting revealed the importance of the body in the meaning-making
process and suggested that making strange supported engaging and thought-provoking experiences. The cultural probe kit study suggested that the participants felt various emotions
while conducting videotelephony with their loved ones and that restraining hand movements evoked negative emotions. Even though the design placebos as gloves that limit hand
movements managed to act as body triggers, they lacked ambiguity “which can be an important factor in crafting designs that are engaging and thought-provoking” (Gaver et al.,
2003).
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The question raised by this study is how to bring the knowledge gathered through the experiment together to evoke critical thinking that could contribute not only to bodily awareness
through hands but also more explicitly to the notion of empathy and the whole body in videotelephony. To understand in which ways to create design placebos that afford a place
where participants have a choice of how to interact and imagine with the objects, the experimentation should continue firstly through an embodied design ideation (Wilde et al., 2017)
followed by at least three stages of development: re-creation of design placebos for the
whole body, testing the design placebos in a videotelephony setting, refining the design placebos according to the testing results. Considering that the constraints and flexibility of the
tangibles enabled bodily awareness, imagination, and play, it is expected that the design placebos to be ambiguous, changing the shape and size in different states of the body in movement. Thus, a further study to widen the perspective on ambiguity, flexibility and complexity
of the materials is needed.
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